This paper will focus on the role played by visual art in constructing the ethnic and religious identity of the Jewish community as a minority group in Byzantium. A cultural identity, in the full sense of the term, is not only how a person sees himself, but also how he perceives himself in relation to others. Jewish art took into account the contact with others in fostering the internal dialogue among members of the community, and therefore in order to understand its development in the Byzantine period, it should be examined against the background of contemporary Christian art with which it had a profound and multidimensional dialogue.
at Dura-Europos, where one can discern a polemical dialogue with Christian art and pagan cults, 1 and is also evident in Elisheva RevelNeher's studies.
2 Zeev Weiss's majestic volume on the Sepphoris synagogue 3 and Steven Fine's thought-provoking book, Art and Judaism in the Greco-Roman World, have also made important contributions to the topic. 4 The locus of my study is Jewish art of the early Byzantine period in Palaestina and Arabia, which is better represented in archaeological discoveries than that of the Diaspora. By contrast to the wealth of information concerning Jewish art from the fourth to eighth centuries, we know almost nothing, if anything at all, about Jewish art in Middle and Late Byzantium.
It is not my intention to provide a full and comprehensive survey of the artistic finds, as they have already been dealt with in various general studies.
5 I wish to draw attention to some methodological aspects and to focus on a number of principal subjects which, in my view, heighten our understanding of the dialogue between Jewish and Christian art in Byzantium. The subjects under discussion deal with the changes of attitudes toward figurative art, the difficulties arising from the fact that the two rival faiths share a common sacred text, their different sentiments regarding the Temple in Jerusalem, and their approach to the classic pagan artistic legacy. Finally, I will relate to the subject of exclusive symbols.
This paper relates to the works of art as historical documents. A careful examination of them and their inclusion in the scientific discourse makes a richer perception of the past possible. Sometimes the art confirms the textual evidence and at others times contradicts it. This lack of agreement obliges us to assume that the historical picture
